
 

Wokingham’s barn owls have bounced 
back from last years very poor breeding 
season with 30 chicks produced this 
year. Barn owls are thought to have  
declined nationally by 70% since the 
1930s, and in Wokingham there were 
originally  thought to be only a handful of 
breeding pairs. Wokingham Borough 
Council in partnership with Hurst Parish 
Council, the Environment Agency, the 
Barn Owl Conservation Network (BOCN) 
and local landowners erected 13 new 
barn owl nest boxes in November 2002 
and a further 6 boxes in late 2005. The 
boxes are in Hurst (5), Barkham (2), 
Swallowfield (6) , Finchampstead (3), 
Arborfield (1), Wokingham Town (1) and 
Lower Earley (1).  
 
Monitoring of the boxes over the last five 
years has revealed barn owl breeding is 
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highly dependent on the availability of 
small mammals. There have been good 
years in 2003, 2005 and 2007,  
interspersed with poor years in 2004 and 
2006. This year the evidence of a bumper 
small mammal year was all to evident, as 
half the broods contained numerous  
uneaten mice and voles stock piled in the 
boxes. The project has been a great suc-
cess in it’s first five years with 58 barn 
owls chicks, 1 little owl chick and 13 kes-
trel chicks produced. The strongholds are 
as expected in Swallowfield,  
Finchampstead and Hurst but there is 
evidence that boxes in less rural  
locations have been used by non  
breeding birds. 
 
Barn owl pairs bond for life and are     
remarkably faithful to their nest sites, the 
same pairs are likely to return to their 
boxes for years to come. Barn owl nest 
sites are hard to come by in an area 
where many barns are converted for  
human occupation. It’s extremely  
gratifying to know that practical action by 
the project partners has helped to  
substantially increase the local  
population. 
 
All birds, their nests and eggs are  
protected by law under the Wildlife and 
Countryside Act 1981 (as amended). 
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Barn owls are listed 
on Schedule 1 which 
gives them special 
protection. If you 
would like to get  
involved in the  
project in the future 
then please contact 
Andy Glencross at 
the address on the 
back page of the 
newsletter. 
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Good news for Wokingham's Pond life 

end of 2007.  The Countryside 
Service plans to excavate a total 
of 6 new ponds and to restore 2 or 
3 existing ponds within the district.  
 
The Moors in Finchampstead will 
benefit from 3 new ponds  and this 
will help to bolster the existing 
GCN population on the adjacent  
Sandmartins Golf Course. A  
further 2 new ponds will be  
installed at The Millennium  

The Berkshire Biodiversity  
Co-ordinator has secured over 
£24,000 from Natural England  
towards biodiversity  
implementation projects over the 
next 6 months. These include a 
project to provide more ponds for 
the county’s great crested newt 
(GCN) population (£14,400). 
Much of the practical side of the 
GCN project will take place in 
Wokingham Borough towards the 

Bumper Year for Berkshire’s Tower 
Mustard 

positions. It is also known as a  
ruderal species, favouring ploughed or 
disturbed ground which has patches 
of bare earth necessary for seed  
germination. 
 
Consequently a plan was hatched to 
undertake major soil disturbance on 
the site and in the winter of 2005 the 
heavy machinery moved in. About half 
the area was “scraped” with the  
toothed bucket of a tracked excavator 
and the other half was rotovated.  
 
In the following summer 2006 the 
vegetation looked a lot less coarse, 
although again there were very few 
Tower Mustard plants (41). However 
this was to be expected, since in the 
1st year of growth this biennial only 
presents as an inconspicuous basal 
rosette of leaves. Summer of 2007 
would be the true test. 
 
In late May 2007 the survey was  
undertaken by Sue Griffin and Stuart 
Croft and a total of 514 flower spikes 
were counted. The scraping appears 
to have been a little more successful 
than rotovating, although there are 
plant s in all areas. This result means 
this site holds the fifth largest  
population of Tower Mustard in the 
UK. 

Tower Mustard is known at only 31 
sites in the whole of the UK and as 
such is classified as ‘endangered’ by 
the Vascular Plant Red Data book. 
The population at the Aviation  
Museum Car Park in Woodley has 
been known for years as the only site 
in Berkshire for this rarity. Tower 
Mustard is a biennial,  
producing a low-growing basal rosette 
in the first year followed by a flower 
spike in the next year. The spike can 
reach 1m, with lily-like leaves  
wrapping round the stem topped by 
tiny pale yellow flowers.  
 
Under a regime of thrice yearly  
strimming the population in Woodley 
appeared to fluctuate. In 1997 when 
recent monitoring started there were  
around 40 plants, in 1999 around 300 
(including basal rosettes), in 2003 62 
plants, and in 2005 there were 51 
plants. Initially the council was  
advised that reduction in the  
frequency of cutting to allow more 
flowering would be beneficial.  
However it immediately became clear 
this was allowing competition from 
other more vigorous plants in the 
area.   
 
Tower Mustard is usually found in 
sunny, free-draining, drought-prone 
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parents?) also varied considerably in 
how conscientiously they cleaned 
their nests! 
 
In December when the boxes were 
cleaned, the nesting material  
contained many plump, short-legged 
spiders and the walls of the boxes 
were covered in silken cocoons each 
containing a small caterpillar. Out of 
interest the nests were kept in a warm 
house in sealed polythene bags. This 
was fortunate because a few weeks 
later the bags teemed with  
invertebrates.  The caterpillars had  
pupated and emerged as moths  
similar to ermine moths, the spiders 
still thrived, but the most numerous 
insects were very  active, black fleas.  
A few could be seen through the  
polythene, but if you put your hand 
inside a bag dozens immediately 
jumped out of the nesting material 
onto it.  Nobody left their hand there 
long enough to check whether or not 
these fleas also fed on humans! 
 
This shows why it is so important to 
clean out nest boxes every year, and 
probably why so many of the ones put 
up in the Copse were used.   Birds’ 
instincts probably tell them not to nest 
on top of old nests, and so lots of ap-
parently good nesting sites may not 
really be such avian ‘des.reses’!  

Holt Copse Conservation Volunteers 
(HCCV) were delighted to find that all 
but one of the 17 nest boxes they put 
up in September 2005 contained 
nests when they were checked and 
cleaned last winter. Four types of nest 
boxes, bought with a grant from  
Wokingham Borough Council’s  
Countryside Service and grant money 
from The Wokingham Society, were 
installed. Most of the nests made of 
moss, feathers, hair - and the  
fluorescent yellow fluff from old tennis 
balls, were probably those of blue, 
great and/or coal tits, but two of the 
three wedge-shaped boxes designed 
specially for tree creepers, contained 
much simpler nests made of small 
twigs.  Tree creepers are quite  
common in the Copse, although few 
people notice these tiny brown and 
white, shy birds, as they move up and 
down tree trunks and even  
underneath branches, searching for 
insects. 
 
The only sure way to tell whether nest 
boxes have been used is to check 
them at the end of the season, when 
the type and contents of each nest 
and other details should be recorded.  
Most nests were empty, some  
contained a single, presumably non-
viable egg, but there was a whole 
clutch in one nest.  Species (or  

Success for Holt Copse Nest boxes 
By Mike Saynor 

Good news for Wokingham's Pond life 
(continued) 

Pastures Country Park. GCN re-
quire a number of alternative 
breeding ponds in order to ensure 
their long term survival. This  
project will make a significant  
contribution to securing the future 
of Wokingham’s great crested 
newt population as well as  
benefiting pond life in general. 

Arboretum in Emmbrook. Locally 
GCN are known to use the river 
floodplains to disperse and this 
site is close to the Emmbrook  
itself. The final pond will be  
installed at the council’s Bluebell 
Meadow site in Winnersh. The 
great crested newt population 
here is very isolated and  
threatened. In addition we hope to 
restore 2 existing ponds at Dinton 



If anyone would like to write an article for a future edition of the Biodiversity News then please contact Andy 
Glencross at Dinton Pastures Country Park. 
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Borough Council 
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For further information or 
if you would like to 

become a member of the 
Biodiversity Forum please 

contact Andy Glencross at 
the address below. 

Wokingham Borough Council 
Countryside Service 
Wokingham Borough Council’s Countryside Service is fulfilling the role of secretariat 
to the Wokingham Biodiversity Forum. All correspondence or enquiries should be  
directed to Andy Glencross at the address opposite.  
 
Wokingham Borough Council Countryside Service  
The Countryside Service is part of the Environmental Services Department of     
Wokingham Borough Council.  

The Service is committed to promoting the awareness and enjoyment of the       
countryside and the improvement of its nature   conservation value.   

The Service manages 11 sites including Dinton 
Pastures, California and Charvil Country Parks,  
and 240 miles of Public Rights Of Way. 

Dinton Pastures Country 
Park 
Davis Street 
Hurst 
Reading 
RG10 0TH 

Phone: 0118 9342016 
Fax: 0118 9341987 
Email: 
andy.glencross@wokingha
m.gov.uk 

We are  on  the  
Web !  

www.wok i n gham.gov .
uk/coun t rys i de   

Wokingham Biodiversity -
Half Way There? 

The recent drive to increase our   
membership has been very successful 
and we now have 201 members,  
exceeding are our original target of 200. 
Thanks to all cajoled and persuaded  
people to join, especially Doreen Dye. 
 
If you haven’t yet signed up for the  
Yahoo group but would like to then,  
please send a blank email to this  
address ;   
wokinghambioforumsubscribe 
@yahoogroups.co.uk   
 
To send a simple message to the group 
the email address is  
wokinghambiofrum@yahoogroups.co.uk  
 
The next meeting of the WBF is at 
7.30pm on Tuesday 18th July  2007 in 
the Loddon Room at Dinton Pastures  
Country Park.  

Wokingham Biodiversity Action Plan 
2003-2012 has reached the half way 
point and we are hoping to produce a 
brief progress report to highlight our  
successes and to focus attention on  
areas that need additional efforts. The 
reports are being produced by the 
‘Habitat Champions’  and should be 
available towards the end of this year. 

 


